the Revue des deux mondes, an influential review among educated elites. Auguste Laugel, a well known journalist who had a scientific column in the daily Le Temps, and who had reviewed Darwin's Origin of Species in the Revue in 1860, wrote a paper focused on First Principles and hailed the return of metaphysics to Britain, after a long (and in Laugel's mind unproductive) period of empiricism and utilitarianism, still illustrated by John Stuart Mill and Henry Thomas Buckle.3 Spencer's major books were translated into French by the end of the 1870s, beginning with First Principles in 1871.4 As this chapter will demonstrate, the political context of the time fostered and directed the appropriation of Spencer's philosophy. This context explains why Spencer's work was received in broad circles, and discussed in the general press as well as in political assemblies and in philosophical journals. The specific agenda of the founding of a new republican regime also explains why this reception is better understood in terms of 'appropriation,' and why the French invented their own 'Spencer,' different from the British one. The three sections of this paper are dedicated to the political background, to the academic responses to Spencer, and to the popular interpretations of Spencer in France, different aspects of a cultural importation which are distinguished for the sake of clarity, but which were in fact closely interlinked.
Spencer in a French Context: The Establishment of the Third Republic
Spencer's first translations coincided with the founding of the Third Republic. This new regime was proclaimed in September 1870 under difficult conditions, with the occupation of part of the country by Prussian troops, and the Paris Commune insurrection. The first National Assembly was elected in this troubled climate in February 1871. Voters chose the peace candidates who were for the most part Monarchists. A Monarchist parliament thus took charge of drafting a constitution for the new Republic. The process took a long time, until constitutional laws were finally passed in 1875. Only in 1879 were both
